A chieving results depends on many dynamics and requires refinement of several skills borrowed from our counterparts in the business world. Successful occupational health nurse managers have come to realize that at the very heart of any successful project, process, or program is one skill which is the key to success.
Collaboration is the hallmark of many corporate employee health services in which managers make their way to the business table, the bargaining table, and the board room. It is also an "art" that most of us use to varying degrees in our practice settings daily. Most occupational health nurses know that without a willingness to work together, a desire to achieve common goals, and a supportive relationship with corporate team members, the skill and expertise that their organization has to offer may go unrealized. Many well organized, well functioning occupational health services have been eliminated because they did not collaborate on important issues and projects. As a result, the benefits and contributions of the health service providers were not recognized as valuable or as an ingredient for corporate success.
Good collaboration, however, does not occur by chance. It requires practice and attitudes that result in a free exchange of information, a trustful relationship, and a spirit of cooperation. Three basic behaviors are at the core of effective collaboration:
Working with others to define work processes, relationships, and expected results. Good collaboration depends on clear roles, jointly defined processes, and mutual objectives. By establishing groundrules and what it will take to achieve the desired results, a relationship of cooperation and trust is formed. Seeking and using the input of people with different perspectives increases the commitment and involvement necessary to survive in a fiercely competitive environment. People, whether they are shop employees or high level managers, are much more likely to buy into and support an idea or project that they have had the opportunity to participate in generating. Additionally, the outcomes of collaborative projects will more likely satisfy multiple people and groups if they or their representatives have been involved in defining the objectives.
Promoting joint accountability for decisions. Successful collaborators do not make decisions in isolation or unilaterally. They are awaresometimes painfully-that the best decisions are those that capitalize on the innovation, creativity, and wisdom of team members. This "team" may include members of the occupational health service, as well as the customers and suppliers with whom they interface daily. Some issues may be minor and may not appear to require a great deal of input. Other decisions, such as a redirection or reengineering of the occupational health service, are of greater consequence and require a great deal of input from the system in which the service resides, as well as from the client base. Sharing accountability with managers and leaders in the corporation when making significant decisions will lead to a mutually satisfying and better outcome for all.
Demonstrating commitment to ongoing improvement. To achieve and reap the benefits of positive collaboration, individuals and groups must be committed to working toward agreed upon goals and outcomes. Good collaborators do not seek input, provide information, and set goals, then walk away. Rather, they enter into a relationship with others, build trust, establish credibility, and identify outcomes that work for all. They make decisions to work toward mutual goals, and commit to do their part to make things happen. This commitment often means taking steps that require individual sacrifice or compromise. Good collaborators know that even when this happens, the ultimate goal of high quality results will far outweigh and outlast short term or singular gains. This is true of occupational health services that are facing changing methods of delivery to insure corporate solvency. Occupational health managers must work collaboratively with business leaders to identify and undertake methods to achieve and maintain quality health services while contributing to cost effectiveness and increased productivity.
ACHIEVING COLLABORATION
Assess your current processes and projects. Are there faltering or stagnant activities that might be boosted by collaborating with members of another group? The best ideas and initiatives often reach a point where no further progress happens. It is frustrating and draining for a team to have conceived a project, developed the materials, and launched it only to find that the reception is lukewarm. Perhaps the project could use a little input from others who will be involved, affected, or otherwise touched. While collaboration is desirable at the planning stage, it also may facilitate smooth implementation or a more meaningful evaluation.
Assess your communication style. Good collaboration is dependent on individuals being able to transfer information effectively. Messages need to be clearly stated and presented in a non-confrontational manner, free of hidden agendas. As with any art, achieving mastery requires practice. Try expressing your ideas about a particular subject to a team member. Ask for feedback about your effectiveness in conveying ideas or contributing to the dialogue.
The second half, and perhaps the most important, of the communication equation is listening. Being able to receive and process messages 106 requires consciousness and focused attention on the interaction and the speaker. To recognize the benefits of positive collaboration, the individuals engaged in the process must truly hear each other's ideas, suggestions, and contributions. Sometimes very rich information is lost because one member in the exchange has not been attentive, receptive, or sensitive to the message of another. Remember that the primary reason for collaboration is to gain or offer insight or a different perspective to make a product or process better.
Identify the appropriate individuals or groups with whom to collaborate and the frequency required. Depending on the project or issue, the parties in a collaborative relationship will be different. It is always important to include representatives of groups that will be affected by the issue being considered. Think through the process and identify everyone or every department that provides, receives, or is affected by an input or output. Some activities require permanent, scheduled collaboration. Examples of these might be the development and monitoring of an ongoing program or multi-disciplinary review of disability cases in a lost time control program. Other issues such as an equipment purchase or a decision to make a change in a service require short term, as needed collaboration.
Be open to change. Collaboration usually produces new ideas or strategies. The introduction of new information will usually lead to changes in behavior, philosophy, or course of action. To benefit most completely by collaboration, all parties must be willing to consider all input, collectively determine the best options, and develop mechanisms for achieving the desired result. Wise business decisions are based on the best information available by persons who are willing to make changes that have the greatest chance for success. This often requires letting go of traditional ways of approaching or accomplishing work.
Finally, the occupational health nurse may have opportunities to share professional expertise as business strategies evolve. Since health issues may not be foremost in the minds of managers as they are developing plans to change, the assertive occupational health nurse should consider offering to participate as a professional consultant in team collaborations. Not only can input from the occupational health nurse decrease the likelihood of a negative effect on the health of the population, but it may add to the level of acceptance by employees as well. The informed contribution of the occupational health nurse demonstrates a willingness to participate as a corporate team member and provides an opportunity to establish the value of maintaining this internal expertise.
Collaboration can become an essential tool for occupational health nurse managers in designing and implementing services that satisfy the health needs of employees and are closely aligned with the philosophy and objectives of the company. Try it!
